The diagnostic and therapeutic approach to the patient in acute congestive heart failure.
The patient presented in acute congestive heart failure represents a diagnostic challenge. Life-threatening compromise of respiratory or cardiovascular function renders the patient vulnerable to the stresses associated with many diagnostic tests. Before risking any test in this situation, it is important to understand the information that each test will give, and how that will impact the diagnostic and therapeutic approach in this crucial early phase of patient management. This article describes the diagnostic tests commonly used in the evaluation of patients in acute heart failure and the information that each provides, and discusses how this information can be used to guide therapy. Pericardiocentesis is discussed in detail.